Approach to the patient with rheumatoid arthritis.
RA remains a therapeutic challenge. Despite substantial data from therapeutic trials, the precise therapy of this often debilitating disease remains controversial. A variety of agents are available to the clinician for the treatment of this disease, yet the precise timing of their use and the determination of situations in which efficacy is most likely to be observed is still unclear. However, it is obvious that earlier intervention and more aggressive forms of therapy are currently advocated by most rheumatologists. Given the rapidity with which this disease can induce substantial morbidity, the use of second-line agents early in the course of this process is warranted. Whether or not combination therapy provides any benefit is still unproved. As our understanding of the pathogenic mechanisms involved in the development of RA evolve, and with the development of newer immunomodulatory agents, it is likely that more specific forms of therapy can be developed. It is hoped that these protocols will permit more precise treatment of the abnormalities leading to this disease without global suppression of the immune system or other unacceptable side effects.